Children of God and the Journey Forward
by Corey Payette I received articles from Kate about residential schools in 2008 but the project didn't start in earnest until 2011 when I received a development grant through the First Peoples' Cultural Council, giving me the time to write and providing money toward future development costs. I spent most of the first month doing research and had a draft and a first reading less than two months from starting. Lindsay Drummond was the dramaturge and helped put this reading together with friends of hers in her living room on 20 February 2011. At this point it was only a script; no music was heard at this reading.
In the summer of 2011, I was invited to a writer's retreat at the Sunset Theatre in Wells, BC. This is where we began hearing comments asking if it was appropriate to have a musical about residential schools and suggesting that it seemed disrespectful to the content to frame it in a musical form. I was never concerned by these criticisms since musical form is just that, a form. It is a template that can suit any story. But there were additional reasons why it needed to be a musical. Musicals really soar when music is used as a tool to further deepen a character's emotional journey, continuing the overall narrative through song. When writing, I
Children of God, a new musical by Corey Payette. An Urban Ink production in collaboration with NAC English Theatre in association with Raven Theatre and presented by Canada Scene (Ottawa) and The Cultch (Vancouver). Barnes, model: Michelle Bardach (courtesy NAC English Theatre) Growing up in Northern Ontario, I was never taught about residential schools. It was never talked about, never something that was included in our school curriculum, and definitely not something my family spoke about. I was in my early twenties when Kate Forget, a childhood friend who was working on legal cases involving First Nations families, introduced me to the history of residential schools. This is where it began, and where the musical Children of God started to take shape.
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It was unfathomable that I had gone through my whole life without ever being told about this history. I couldn't understand it and I still don't.
Children of God was born out of anger and frustration that this horrible history had happened and that it had been hidden from the narrative of our country. This was before the 2010 government apology, before the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, and before many articles appeared in newspapers around the country. It was unfathomable that I had gone through my whole life without ever being told about this history. I couldn't understand it and I still don't. ctr 171 summer 2017
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use that logic; when emotions boil and a character can no longer speak, they have no choice but to burst into song. So much of my journey writing in the first year was driven by anger and rage from what I was learning. This rage came out in the early songs "This is what you get," "Runaway," "Their Spirits are Broken," and "Wonderland."
Not the best lyrics ever written, but I think they capture the frustration I felt in writing about this history. The more I read, the angrier I got and the story became one of revenge.
Then everything changed. On our journey back to Vancouver from Wells, we stopped in Williams Lake, BC where my partner Marshall McMahen, who is also the production designer for Children of God, grew up. His family lives near the Sugarcane reserve and his family suggested I get in touch with someone at the band office and talk to them about my show. We called the band office and arranged a time to come in, and when we got there a young woman directed me to speak with her grandfather who had attended the Williams Lake residential school, which had been burned down by the community in the early nineties. Mr. Alphonse Sr. was sitting on the back of his red pick-up truck, carving with his son and playing with a litter of puppies by their garage. We spoke for about an hour about the show. He told me that if he had not forgiven he would have died. Holding on to the pain will kill you. Friends of his who carried that with them couldn't survive it. He had forgiven his parents, the school, and the government for what they did to him and that was the reason he was still alive. Children of God and the Journey Forward | FEATURES This moment of transformation changed the journey of Children of God. It was no longer about the facts, figures, and abuses reported by the media but rather created as a celebration of the strength of Indigenous peoples, survivors and their families, to hold on to their language and culture. They were resilient in the face of a cultural genocide that aimed to remove everything that made them who they were. A cultural genocide that lasted 130
The Vancouver Playhouse was the first theatre company to invest in Children of God. They provided us with a weeklong development workshop and staged reading. I had worked as an actor at the Playhouse a few years prior so I felt like this would be my strongest likelihood of success. The first thing I remember learning in that workshop was that the cast was too large; for a new Canadian show, the maximum number of actors was five. In fact, we didn't even have the full cast of actors for this workshop; we hired a musical director who could act, and my director (Allison Grant) and dramaturge (Lindsay Drummond) read the other two roles. During this workshop we set up a meeting for Max Reimer, the Artistic Managing Director, to hear us read and decide if he would invest in the development of our show. Max heard a few of the songs I had recorded as demos to show but he never seemed excited by them. When I look back at the first draft now, I cringe at how bad it was, and I now realize receiving their support was a small miracle.
The workshop at the Vancouver Playhouse was the first workshop with a full cast of professional Indigenous actors. We worked full time each day and then every night I'd make changes, sometimes as much as twenty new pages of writing for the next day. I years. We have Ojibway spoken and sung in Children of God, and this is because of the determination of Indigenous families who whispered the language in secret to their children after the government made it illegal to speak. made it a rule that it would be an open development process and that I would hear everyone's thoughts about the work and would try every change suggested even just to hear that it wasn't right. We also spent a great deal of time talking about the history and its impact on future generations. We had our first public reading and conversation about the work and the response was remarkable. People were very excited that this kind of work was happening and were hopeful that it would allow more mainstream audiences to understand this history from the accessible and familiar world of musical theatre.
There had been talk following the workshop about me being a playwright in residence at the Vancouver Playhouse so I could have another year to continue writing. But on 9 March 2012, the Playhouse closed its doors after forty-nine years of production. The impacts of the Vancouver Playhouse closure are still felt today. It was a place to aspire to and a place to occupy a platform that had been a historic one in Canadian theatre. It took about a year and a half to regroup after this setback. I sent the musical to almost every regional theatre across the country, and no one could provide support. I founded Raven Theatre during this time and wrote some of my very first grants. We had a year of workshops with Western Canada Theatre and the Firehall Arts Centre. Then I was called in to audition for Jill Keiley and Sarah Garton Stanley from the National Arts Centre English Theatre for their ensemble as an actor. I didn't get cast in their season but they kept me in mind, and in the following season they asked me to be Artist-in-Residence for their 2014-2015 season. Children of God was also invited to be a part of their Collaborations program.
It is fair to say that Children of God would not be where it is today without Allison Grant. She opened many doors for me, reaching out to countless of her professional colleagues to make introductions for me because she believed in the work and the need for the story. Only a few months after beginning to write the book, I got in touch with Allison, who was one of the first directors I had worked with as an emerging actor. And when we met again in 2011, she came onboard as director of the readings and workshops for the next four years of development. Robert McQueen was a good friend of hers and has a long history of developing large-scale musicals. It was Robert who suggested Sybille Pearson. Sybille is the head bookwriting professor at NYU Tisch School in New York City [she is an Associate Arts Professor in the Graduate Musical Theatre Writing Program]. She has had musicals on Broadway; has been nominated for a Tony; and is the most energetic and brilliant 74 year old I had ever met. Robert made the introduction, and two weeks later via Skype, Sybille and I met for the first time. After more discussions about the work, she invited me to New York City to work intensely for a week. My workday with Sybille was full time from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. everyday with a short lunch break then back to work. Sybille never made me feel like I knew nothing. In fact, her method as dramaturge is not to tell you how to write it but rather to tell you to question Children of God and the Journey Forward | FEATURES every single line, to debate every moment, to ensure that everything in the book has been defended and is essential before the composer/lyricist receives it. She would often split my roles when speaking to me: "I'd like to ask the composer a question," she'd say. "The bookwriter has given you an indication of a shift in the scene or character. How could you reflect that musically?" After each day, she would send me home with dozens of writing exercises to uncover character or internal monologues to help inspire song moments later on. She also introduced me to 'dream scenes'; these 'were meant to be horrible writing' and helped further deepen each character's objectives. This might be a common playwriting practice but it was new to me, and it really helped me to unlock character journeys that I had a desire to explore but didn't know how. It was during this visit that I wrote the climax song of the show "Homeward Bound" in Bryant Park under the bright white park floodlights. After five days with Sybille, I felt like I was a playwright and had the tools to write a solid book to the musical. On the last day, I asked Sybille to be my dramaturge and to continue working with me. She has been with me in every development process since and has contributed enormously to my work in a way that I never could have imagined would have transpired after this initial meeting.
We worked in an open-room environment, where we would have the door to the room open and people from the community could come and listen, sometimes ask questions and see what was happening in their building.
After our workshop at the Arts Club Theatre, I met with Sarah [Garton Stanley] at the NAC during one of my writing retreat weeks. We talked about the need to have an 'out-of-town' try-out of Children of God where we bring the show to a smaller city and use this production as a stepping stone to build toward the full production. There were elements of the musical that we couldn't experience without actually seeing what it is and how it worked. Daryl Cloran at Western Canada Theatre agreed to include a presentation at their annual High Wire Festival. We wanted to involve the Kamloops Indian Band into our work, and we approached their band council to be co-presenters. We rehearsed at the Chief 
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This out-of-town try-out proved to be hugely successful because it allowed the creative team and acting company to have a deeper understanding of what we were creating together. We rehearsed in the chapel for two weeks, and on our final day, we had a free public presentation for the community, and for the staff at the centre and the neighbouring museum, many of whom had attended this residential school themselves or had family members that attended. While we knew it was the right thing to do, this presentation was the most difficult, because not only was this the first audience to witness the work, but it was an audience that had Louis Cultural Centre, which was a former residential school. The building had been reclaimed and now is used as a community building with a daycare, lawyers' office, and museum. During the summer, it is also the location of their Pow Wow celebrations, and dancers come from all over to participate. We rehearsed in the room that was historically the chapel at the school.
We worked in an open-room environment, where we would have the door to the room open so that people from the community could come and listen, sometimes ask questions, and see what was happening in their building. It was important for us to open our process to the community because it feels very much like this work is for the community. On our first day in the space, we were welcomed to the land with a blessing from Elder Evalyn Camille, a survivor of the Kamloops Residential School, who spoke of the community's desire to reclaim this building and stated that this process is an ongoing one and our work in this space is to leave good footprints in a building with such a terrible history. Instead of tearing this building down, the Elders in this community chose to reclaim it and have it stand in their community as a symbol of the history, while also building the space into a positive one for the future.
Our work in this space is to leave good footprints in a building with such a terrible history.
such a history with this building, who had lives forever changed by the residential school system, and who in many ways were still coming to terms with their own trauma and intergenerational trauma. It was an emotional afternoon for all of us. Following Children of God and the Journey Forward | FEATURES us playing a part and making this up; this was a real place, real people, brothers and sisters, mothers and fathers, and we stopped to acknowledge them in every moment.
Over the course of writing Children of God I had already been criticized for doing too much, for writing the book, music, and lyrics, even though it felt very natural to me. So I knew people would discourage me from directing it as well. Also, people who love me were discouraging me, not because they didn't believe in me, but because they wanted what was best for the work and felt I needed someone to work alongside me from an outside perspective. Looking back, directing the play myself was the best decision I could have made because I already knew what I wanted it to be, and how it all worked as a story. The director is a natural extension to execute that vision as a storyteller. This musical is my message to the world, of how we can move forward together as people. It holds so much of my heart in it and carries the journey of my the presentation, a member from the Kamloops Indian Band and curator of the museum thanked us for doing this difficult work in their space and she said that hearing us sing and bring music into the halls of the building made them feel connected to the work.
This musical is my message to the world, of how we can move forward together as people.
I should also mention that rehearsals were not easy, as many of our acting company members had family members who attended residential school, and who were being flooded by the realities of doing this work in a space that carried so much of that history. We were reminded every moment of the realities of this story. It wasn't Children of God and the Journey Forward | FEATURES members than a more typical urban theatre audience. Following each performance, the whole company of artists would gather onstage and have a conversation with the audience. The results were transformational and after having a shared experience in the theatre, our audience walked away with a changed heart. Where else in society do we gather to hear a story about Indigenous peoples and to have them share in that conversation? Survivors spoke and shared their stories in true acknowledgement of our safe theatre space. Many survivors told us it was their first time in the theatre in their lives. They had never thought people would care enough to see their story onstage like this, and they were proud that an audience cared enough to come see it. It brought both Indigenous and non-Indigenous communities together to experience this story and then have a conversation in a true attempt at reconciliation. For true reconciliation it can't just be Indigenous peoples who bear the burden of this healing. It needs to be everyone, in every community, buying into this process and beginning the road forward together.
This was the true success of Children of God. This is the actual reason for going on this journey in the first place-to understand and to acknowledge. Children of God is only the story of one family, but in reality, there were hundreds of thousands of children taken from their homes over 130 years. Elders have told us that it takes double the amount of time to reconcile as it took to do the damage. We are only at the beginning of this journey. In 260 years, we will have a Nation that has benefitted from our efforts toward reconciliation. I hope you will join in the journey.
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Corey Payette (Oji-Cree) is the Artistic Director of Urban Ink (Vancouver, BC) and is a playwright, actor, composer, and director. His original musical Children of God (book/music/lyrics and direction) premiered in 2017 at the York Theatre in Vancouver and at the National Arts Centre English Theatre, opening the Canada Scene Festival in Ottawa. www.coreypayette.com coming to understand this history and how I have a personal role to play in ensuring people are aware of it.
Three months prior to our first audience in Kamloops we hired a First Nations Outreach Coordinator who worked to reach out to the seventeen reserves around Kamloops, connecting Elders and survivors who could provide welcome and blessings prior to the performances and who could participate in conversations with the acting company and creative team. In order for the work to be successful, we believed we needed at least half of our audience to be Indigenous so that the conversation following the performance could have their voices and perspectives at the heart of the conversation.
Once we began performances we had counsellors experienced in working with residential school trauma support at each performance, and we had a dedicated breakout space where anyone who felt the show was getting to be too much was able to exit and spend time with a counsellor and return to the theatre when ready. In every performance, there were always audience members who had to leave at certain moments of the show. We expected that this was due to the content, and we wanted to make sure that we were taking care of our audience when they came to the theatre.
After our first performance, word got out and we sold out each performance with mostly Indigenous audiences bringing back their friends and family. Sometimes people travelled for two or three hours to see the show. Because of this overwhelming response, our audiences had a greater proportion of Indigenous 
